When one attempts to separate the psychiatric aspects from the whole spec trum of primitive medicine, an artificial division, obviously unknown to the pri mitive, is introduced. The primitives saw all disease, from furuncle to psychosis, essentially as the manifestation of a single etiological agent -the supernatural. They regarded such phenomena as evil spirits, loss of the soul or sorcery as the cause of illness. Although primitive med icine contained elements which appear rational to us, one must remember that their justification for the use of these seemingly rational elements was almost invariably supernatural. And although it is obvious that modern medicine con tains some magical properties, modern medicine is nonetheless based on the ra tional. Thus it is invidious to draw farreaching conclusions from a comparison of modern and primitive medicine. One must bear in mind that although there are similarities in methodology between psychiatrist and shaman, the former pro ceeds from a rational basis, the latter from magic and the supernatural.
One must also consider that medicine must always be evaluated in terms of the culture in which it operates, and its character and dynamism will depend on the place it takes in every cultural pat tern. The British Columbia coast Indians, because of their relative isolation from the rest of North America, and the ease by virtue of the canoe, of cultural dif fusion among themselves, formed one of the best-defined cultural groups in North America. They were well-endowed by nature, especially in regard to the sal mon, which gave them an abundant and relatively easily obtained source of food and therefore the leisure to develop a complex society of considerable richness and variety. It was a society in which great value was placed on social rank and status, pervaded by myth and legend, and which regarded the super natural as governing every aspect of human activity.
A vital and significant part in their culture was enacted by the shaman or medicine man. The shaman has been de fined as a person endowed with myster ious ability and wonderful knowledge, due to personal contact with superna tural beings. He was regarded as some what uncanny, was respected and to some extent feared. The power was not inheritable and anyone, man or woman, rich or poor, young or old, slave or member of an ancient family could be come a shaman. The shaman played the most significant role in traditional medi cine, although his unique powers were not confined to medicine alone, but were often used in a religious or social setting. He was not involved in all of traditional medicine. The ordinary illnesses were treated by what were es sentially home remedies, handed down from generation to generation, and in some cases dispensed by those who possessed them by hereditary right. Other traditional remedies were common property, although these might be ad ministered by those who seemed to be particularly successful in their use, and thus made up a group of what may be referred to as lay healers. These remedies were also based on magic and the super natural, and varied from herbal concoc tions to elaborate rituals. They were prescribed for a wide range of condi tions, from headache to behaviour prob lems of childhood.
If the lay healers might be compared to the general practitioners of modern medicine, the shaman could best be com pared to today's specialist. His services were sought for the more unusual or more serious illnesses. Interestingly, the shamans, long before Freud, were occa sionally called upon to give dream analyses and made symbolic interpreta tions of content to foretell the future. The shaman also functioned in a variety of religious and social roles, and in many respects therefore bore a closer resemb lance to the priest than to the physician.
Shamanism as a career, because of the considerable prestige involved, was one of the very few means by which a per son who enjoyed few or no hereditary honours could win widespread public recognition. The society of the British Columbia coast Indians was an aristocratic and bighly stratified one, with great stress placed on one's ancestors and here ditary rights and privileges. It is pro bably reasonable to assume that shamans came from people of lower rank who sought prestige through shamanism be cause it was one of the few channels of self-expression allowed them. The one essential requirement was to have had an encounter with a spirit, in other words a supernatural experience. Although there is mention of chance encounters, one has the impression that supernatural power was nearly always actively sought. A seeker of bealing power may have shown interest from childhood. Success in the spirit quest was favour ably influenced by many preparations, such as ritual bathing, periodic fasting and continence, and could go on for years before the seeker had his vision. When the encounter came it was invari ably dramatic and the initial contact left the individual in a trance or faint. The spirits from whom one might receive powers were beyond counting but each spirit would reappear to the initiate in dreams again and again to instruct him in the art of curing and to tell him of the power he would receive and the songs and paraphernalia he should use. Throughout his professional career the shaman continued to seek supernatural encounters to increase his powers, inas much as his healing ability was based directly on the strength of his relations with the spirit world.
When a shaman was called to attend an ill person, various techniques were used. Frequently the whole village was in attendance, and to the accompaniment of music and dancing, he performed his wonders. These might involve the ex traction of evil spirits felt to be respon sible for the illness. The shaman would massage and knead the patient's flesh in an effort to force the spirit to the sur face, from whence it could be sucked out and blown away. If the illness was felt to be due to a loss of the soul, he would endeavour to recapture it and re store it to the patient, often making use of various material devices to retrieve the missing vital substance.
The implicit faith of the people in the magical powers of the shaman, the rela tive lack of serious illness in the days prior to white contact, and the use of hypnotic states and suggestion, are some of the factors contributing to the success of the shaman. That they were, for the most part, sincere practitioners of their craft, there is little doubt. They treated both physical and mental disorders and, according to existing records, with some considerable success.
In common with some other primitive societies, there is evidence that they prac tised trepanning, and a dozen or more skulls have been unearthed to date in British Columbia showing evidence of this operative procedure. The reasons for trepanation in these cases can only be guessed at, 'but it was probably done to relieve such conditions as epilepsy, con vulsions, insanity and headache, possibly believed to be due to evil spirits trapped within the cranium.
Ini summary, the British Columbia coast Indians had a well-developed soci ety, with well-defined roles for the parti cipants. In a culture which was so per vaded with the supernatural, it is hardly surprising that their medicine reflects this emphasis. They made an intuitive use of devices such as trance, suggestion and confession, which are of known thera peutic value. The shaman appears to have been an intelligent, conservative member of his community, conscientious and often effective in his healing art.
There is no part of history so generally useful as that which relates to the progress of the human mind, the gradual improvement of reason, the successive advances of science, the vicissitudes of learning and ignorance, the extinction and resuscitation of arts, and the revolutions of the intellectual world.
If accounts of battles and invasions are peculiarly the business of princes, the useful and elegant arts are not to be neglected, and those who have kingdoms to govern have understandings to cidtivate.
Samuel Johnson 1709-1784.
